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Abstract: Condition of women as a subaltern subject in the postcolonial nation 
state needs to be closely analyzed as there is no real independence for them. 
Women and ethnic minorities become the „other‟ in postcolonial nation state. The 
present paper will focus on the postcolonial feminist assertion in Mahashweta 
Devi‟s short story “Draupadi” where a Santhal tribe woman Draupadi is 
subjected to third degree in sexual violence. Comparing her with the eponymous 
character from the Mahabharata, Devi asserts that she has no saviour to save her 
because in the postcolonial nation state the so called „saviours‟ are depriving 
people from the benefits of independence. Draupadi depicts how a marginalized 
tribal woman derives strength from her body and her inner feminine core to fight 
against her marginality. She defies shame traditionally related to the body of a 
woman. Less of a feminist and more of a humanist, Mahashweta alleges that 
women should be judged from the point of view of a human and not from the 
point of view of gender, race, caste and class. Devi portrays the true face of 
feminist assertion where Draupadi uses her wholeness of mind and body to fight 
against her marginalized identity. 
Key words: Postcolonialism; Feminist assertion; Sexual violence; 
Subaltern women; Mahashweta Devi; Draupadi. 
 
Introduction: 
A major element in the 
postcolonial agenda is not only to 
disestablish the master narratives of art, 
nation, enlightenment and patriarchy but 
also to emancipate the „have nots‟ and „the 
subalterns‟ within the newly independent 
nation state. Postcolonialism as a theory, 
argues Elleke Boehmer, refers to those 
theories, texts, political strategies and 
modes of activism that engage in 
questioning the structural inequalities and 
bring about social justice (Boehmer, 2006, 
p.341). The term „post‟ in the word 
„postcolonial‟ manifests not only a 
chronological meaning but also a literal 
meaning. Word „post‟ becomes a metaphor 
for age old power struggle that becomes 
the locus of all human and societal 
relationships. In this way, postcolonial 
literature moves towards rewriting history 
and culture from the point of view of 
marginalized groups who question the 
totalizing master narratives of patriarchy 
and nationalism. Mahashweta Devi 
criticizes the democratic practice of the 
nation state where the tribal are called to 
work for the nation but the nation failed to 
recognize their needs. Her writings 
become sites of resistance, participation 
and collective action. Bell Hooks said that 
marginality is the site of resistance. Her 
works study deviations rather than any 
fixed identity. Women protagonists of 
Devi refuse to accept the identities that are 
available to them. They form their own 
identity. Their identities are not fixed but 
they become an attitude, process and 
thinking. Her writings are not about an 
event but about a process- an unending 
process of exploitation. The power 
equations remain the same. In this sense, 
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her writings become truly postcolonial in 
its questioning of exploitative social 
systems. 
Mahashweta Devi was born in 
1926 in Dhaka, to literary parents. Her 
father, Manish Ghatak, was a poet and a 
novelist, and her mother, Dharitri Devi, 
was also a writer and a social worker. Her 
first schooling was in Dhaka, but after the 
partition of India she moved to West 
Bengal in India. She joined Vishvabharati 
University in Santiniketan and completed a 
B.A. (Hons) in English, and then finished 
an M.A. in English at Calcutta University. 
She started writing at a young age, and 
contributed short stories to various literary 
magazines. Her first novel, Nati, was 
published in 1957. Among her 
masterpieces are “Hazaar Chaurasi Ki 
Maa”, “Rudali”, “Bioscoper Baksho”, and 
“Chatti Munda Evam Tar Tir”. She writes 
about the lives of ordinary men and 
women, particularly Adivasi (tribal) 
people like the Santhals, Lodhas, Shabars 
and Mundas, and other topics of social and 
political relevance. “Hazaar Chaursai ki 
Maa” has recently been filmed. She is also 
an activist and has spent many years 
crusading for the rights of the tribals. 
Among her many awards is the 
Padamshree, Sahitya Akademi Award, 
Jnanpith Award (India's highest literary 
award) in 1996, and the Magsaysay Award 
in 1997, the Asian equivalent of the Nobel 
prize. She is a social activist with an acute 
sense of Indian history. She writes: 
“The sole purpose of my 
writing is to expose the many 
faces of the exploiting 
agencies. That the mainstream 
remains totally oblivious of the 
tribal situation furthers that 
burning anger… I believe in 
anger, in justified violence, 
and so peel the mask off the 
face of India which is 
projected by the government , 
to expose its naked brutality” 
(Devi, 1998, p. ix-x) 
As a postcolonial writer Devi 
problematizes nation as a single, 
monolithic entity and its history which is a 
homogenous narrative. It neglects the 
marginalized narrative. She critiques the 
political constitution of India as it gives 
the marginal basic rights and 
representation only in law, not in 
application. Anup Beniwal asserts that her 
writings register the grass root dissent and 
protest of the exploited communities who 
have remained excluded from the 
mainstream culture. The power simply 
changed hands between the old colonial 
masters and the ruling elites today, but the 
nation and location of power has remained 
the same. 
Feminist Assertion in the Postcolonial 
Nation State: 
Condition of women from the 
marginalized sections of the society needs 
to be closely analyzed as there is no real 
independence for them. Tribal and lower 
caste women stand at the lowest end of the 
hierarchy of women. Writings by such 
women often present a challenge to 
mainstream feminism because they resist 
homogenizing into the larger category of 
third world women. They are tripally 
marginalized by the burden of gender, 
poverty and class. These women remain 
the „other‟ within the nation state. The 
present paper will analyze Mahashweta 
Devi‟s “Draupadi” where a Santhal tribe 
woman fought for the rights of her 
community. This paper would critique the 
life of the tribal Dopdi and the mythic 
Draupadi of the Mahabharata as both seem 
to have struggled for their legitimate 
rights, snatched by the establishment, 
throughout their life. Before independence, 
both male and female writers were 
following the master narratives of the west 
rather than seeking any creativity. After 
independence, more and more writers took 
refuge to the native traditions to seek 
creativity, agency and individual 
expression. This was also true for the 
female writers. They were talking about 
women emancipation but they lack agency 
and subjectivity. With the third wave of 
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feminism on the literary scene, women 
protagonists are now taking pride in their 
bodies and take refuge in their feminine 
core. The aesthetics of body provides them 
individual expression and agency of their 
own. Dopdi is truly the face of 
postcolonial feminist assertion as she uses 
her wholeness of mind and body to fight 
against exploitation. 
In “Draupadi”, Mahashweta 
debunks and transgresses the narrow, 
apolitical, socio personal grid to which the 
female protagonists are usually confined in 
traditional feminist fiction. In the darkness 
of the tribal forests, it is struggle of the 
entire extinction of an entire species of the 
petty peasant. Feminism is too urbane a 
word. Nor is there any fortress of male 
chauvinism to conquer. Men and women 
fight shoulder to shoulder, against a 
common foe: the establishment. Anup 
Beniwal notes that she abandons altogether 
the psycho-social narratives of 
introspection that dominate the middle 
class, urban women writers of fiction  to 
produce emancipatory texts of self-
conscious rebellion where women question 
gets effectively embedded within the layer 
of socio- economic forces operating 
alongside. Devi address the gap in Indian 
feminism and dalit activism as neither of 
them have addressed to the concerns of the 
dalit and tribal woman who is placed at the 
locus of multiple  victimhood (Beniwal). 
Mahashweta resorts to the technique of 
myth to make a dialogue between the past 
and the present and to view the present 
from the lens of past.  
Myth is constantly interwoven in 
the writings of Mahashweta Devi. It is a 
way of life for the tribals and ancient 
clans. Along with storytelling, she shares 
the task of the historian by undertaking to 
document the old stories which she 
believes are getting lost, ancient tales, 
history, songs, sagas, folklore, and 
folkways. Summing up Mahashweta‟s 
engagement with myths, Maitreya Ghatak 
writes: “whether it is a struggle for 
political power or more immediate 
problems like demands for land, a higher 
share of the crop, minimum wages, roads, 
schools, drinking water or for sheer human 
dignity, these remain the hallmark of her 
fiction especially the little known, little 
landed struggles which are part of 
everyday life and don‟t necessarily find a 
place in history books or the mainstream 
media” (Ghatak, 2000, p. x-xi). The life of 
poor peasants, tribals, their rebellions, 
their requirements and their pains never 
find any mention in mainstream history 
books. Through her literary endeavors, 
Mahashweta attempts to give them a voice 
because she believes that their voice 
should be heard. 
The setting of “Draupadi” is the 
peasant rebellion in the Naxalbari area of 
the northern part of West Bengal in 1967. 
The tragedy of the exploitation of the 
landless peasants in India, and particularly 
West Bengal is an ageless one. So is the 
history of revolt, from the sanyasis and the 
indigo cultivators to the Naxalbari 
explosion. The people near Naxalbari in 
North Bengal are mostly tribals- the 
Medis, Lepchas, Bhutias, Santhals, 
Orangs. The zamindars extend the petty 
bait of paddy seeds, the oxen team, a 
handful of rice and negligible wages. In 
return, they reap a lion‟s share of the 
harvest, at the cost of the landless 
labourer‟s back-breaking toil. In great 
Bengal famine of 1943, starving people 
died in front of well stocked food shops. A 
peasant differs from a landless labourer in 
terms of ownership position since he 
cultivated his own land. The migrants like 
Dopdi or her husband Dulna Majhi are 
forced to work for wages well below 
government fixation of minimum wages. 
They are not fighting for bigger academic 
issues. They are fighting for bare 
minimum needs to survive. The target of 
these movements was the long established 
oppression of the landless peasantry and 
itinerant farm workers, sustained through 
an unofficial government – landlord 
collision. The Indian government was able 
to crack down the rebellion with 
exceptional brutality on the Naxalites 
destroying the rebellious sections of the 
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rural population, most significantly the 
tribal. 
Dopdi Mejhan, twenty seven year 
old, is on the list of wanted. Long back 
Dopdi‟s mother thrashed rice at Surja 
Sahu‟s wife. It was Surja Sahu‟s wife who 
gave her name Draupadi. But the tribals 
pronounce it as Dopdi. Dulna and Dopdi 
worked at harvests rotating between 
Birbhum, Burdwan and Bankura. In 1971, 
in the famous operation Bakuli, when three 
villages were cordoned off and gunned 
down , they too lay on the ground, faking 
dead, they went underground for a long 
time and they are on the list of wanted. 
They used the technique of guerilla 
warfare to compete with their enemy. 
Guerilla warfare is supposed to be 
the most despicable and repulsive style of 
fighting with primitive weapons. Dopdi 
and Dulna belong to the category of such 
fighters, for they too killed with hatchets 
and scythes, brows and arrows. Mr. 
Senanayak, who is sent to catch Dulna and 
Dopdi, is not to be trifled with. Whatever 
his practice in theory he respects the 
opposition. After escaping from Bakuli, 
Dopdi and Dulna have worked at the house 
of virtually every landowner; they can 
effectively inform the killers about their 
targets and announce proudly that they too 
are soldiers. Finally the impenetrable 
forest of Jharkhani is surrounded by real 
soldiers; the army enters and splits the 
battlefield. On one such search, army 
informant Dukhiram Gharai sees a young 
Santhal man lying on his stomach on a flat 
stone, dipping his face to drink water. The 
soldiers shoot him as he lays drinking 
water. They realized later that it was the 
redoubtable Dulna Majhi. Dopdi loved 
Dulna more than her blood. No doubt it is 
she who is saving the fugitives now. But 
the search for Dopdi continues. Dopdi 
knows, has heard by hearing so often and 
so long, how can one come to terms with 
torture. 
D. Karunanayake asserts that 
Dopdi‟s existence in the forest as a 
militant in the Naxalite movement, among 
strange men, bereft of the protection of her 
husband Dulna, is transgressive because 
earlier she talked about her forefathers and 
not foremothers “who stood guard over 
their women‟s blood in black armour” 
(193). She is of vital importance to the 
movement. It is Dopdi who goes in to the 
village in search of food (191). And to spy 
on the activities of the police. She is a 
strong resilient female character, 
transgressing the gender and cultural 
norms of her society; she does not appear 
to be an agent as yet, noted Karunanayake. 
She and Dulna initially join the movement 
because circumstance force them to so. 
Dopdi is not in a position to exert power 
and authority. Her actions are governed by 
the instructions she receives from Arijit. 
Dopdi remains faithful to codes of conduct 
of Santhal tribe “crow would eat crow‟s 
flesh before a Santhal would betray 
Santhal” (193). Unfortunately, it is these 
loyalties that enable Senanayak to predict 
her behaviour and in the end apprehend 
her and rape her. 
In the story‟s conclusion, Dopdi 
refuses to put on her clothes after she has 
been taken into custody and then raped by 
soldiers of the Indian army. By refusing 
the disciplining power of shame scripted 
into the act of rape, Dopdi becomes, in the 
words of Gayatri Spivak, „a terrifying 
super object‟ (Spivak, 1988, p. 184). 
Indrani Singh Rai notes that in “Draupadi” 
what is represented is an erotic object 
transformed into an object of torture and 
revenge where the line between 
heterosexuality and gender violence begins 
to blur. At the end of the story, it is 
Senanayak, the army officer who has 
sanctioned her rape, who stands before the 
naked Dopdi- an unarmed target in a state 
of paralyses usually associated with the 
victim (Devi, 1988, p. 190). The rape 
scene in the story occurs in the end of the 
story. Rajeshwary Sunder Rajan notes that 
when she is asked to come to Senanayak‟s 
tent for further questioning the next 
morning, Dopdi refuses to wash herself 
and thereby erase the signs of night‟s 
brutality. Here she challenges and derides 
their masculinity. This is a reworking of 
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the scene of the humiliation in the 
Mahabharata where the mythical 
Draupadi was saved from the humiliating 
experience of being stripped, through 
divine intervention. Dopdi rewrites the 
script. Rajan points out that Dopdi does 
not let her nakedness shame her, the horror 
of rape diminish her. She asserts. “It is 
simultaneously a deliberate refusal of a 
shared sign- system (the meanings 
assigned to nakedness, and rape: shame, 
fear, loss) and an ironic deployment of the 
same semiotics to create disconcerting 
counter effects of shame confusion and 
terror in the enemy” (1999, p. 352-3). This 
is significant for her emergence as an 
agent because, for the first time, 
Senanayak with all his theoretical 
knowledge of the tribals, even about 
information storage in their brain cells, 
fails to anticipate her moves. 
In the story, Dopdi plans to kill the 
policeman who follows her. She thinks: 
“this area is quite enough. It‟s like a maze. 
Dopdi will lead the cop to the burning 
ghat. Patitpaban of saranda had been 
sacrificed in the name of Kali of the 
burning ghats” (194). Karunanayake notes 
that the invocation of Kali at this point is 
particularly apt as Kali is a goddess of the 
alternative pantheon of Hindu Gods. 
According to David Kinsley, tribal and 
low caste people worship her (Kinsley, 
1998, p. 116). Karunanayake alleges that 
description of Dopdi in the last scene is 
very similar to traditional depictions of 
Kali. Her black body comes even closer. 
Dopdi shakes with an indomitable laughter 
that Senanayak simply cannot understand. 
Her ravaged lips bleed as she begins 
laughing. Dopdi wipes her blood on her 
palm and issues a challenge to Senanayak 
and his armed force- “I will not let you put 
my clothes on me. What more can you do? 
Come on counter me” (196). This moment 
baffles even the all knowing Senanayak 
and for the first time he is afraid to stand 
before an unarmed target, terribly afraid 
(196). Dopdi pushed Senanayak with her 
mangled breasts and for the first time he is 
terrified before an unarmed target. Rather 
than save her modesty through the 
intervention of a benign and divine 
comrade, the story insists that this is the 
place where male leadership stops. 
“Draupadi” is not written as a 
patriarchal and authoritative sacred text, 
proof of male power. Indrani Rai says that 
as a tribal, Dopdi is not like the mythic 
Draupadi. Dopdi is at once a palimpsest 
and a contradiction. There is nothing 
historically implausible about Dopdi‟s 
attitude. She loves her husband and keeps 
political faith as an act of faith toward him. 
She adores her forefathers because they 
protected their woman‟s honour. She 
emerges as the most powerful subject who 
still using the language of sexual humour 
can derisively call herself the object of 
your search whom the author can describe 
as a terrifying super object-“an unarmed 
target”. In the final scene, she is in a place 
where she will finally act for herself in not 
„acting‟ in challenging the man to 
encounter her. 
Conclusion:  
Thus with some justification it can be 
said that Mahashweta Devi‟s short story 
“Draupadi” proves to be the true face of 
feminist assertion in India. Dopdi is a rebel, 
hunted down by the government in its attempt 
to subjugate the revolutionary groups. We read 
the resistance shown by such women as 
attachment to lands that they inhabit, and their 
refusal to be dis-possessed, displaced, 
disinherited, etc. Devi analyzes whether a new 
system is a step towards progress or is just a 
replacement of the oppressive system. Such 
stories impart political activism at grassroots 
level. In July 2004, a group of Meitei women 
staged a naked protest in Imphal, a region that 
has seen a long history of separatist movement 
against the Indian state. The women were 
protesting the torture rape and the murder of 
thirty two year old Thangjam Manorama while 
in the custody of the Indian army‟s Assam 
rifles battalion. The fight of Dopdi is at the 
grassroots level and she is first human and 
then female. Movements like slut walk provide 
political activism to such literary writings as 
literature is an act of imagination and when it 
becomes committed to social transformation it 
becomes an act of survival. 
Postcolonialism and Feminist Assertion in Mahashweta Devi’s “Draupadi” 
 
 
 
 77 
References: 
Beniwal, Anup and Vandana. Configuring the Sites of Activism. Retrieved on August 6, 
2013 from http://dsspace.ipu.edu. 
Boehmer, Elleke. (2006). Postcolonialism.  Literary Theory and Criticism. Ed. Patricia 
Waugh. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
D. Karunanayake. Dismantling Theory. Retrieved, September 10, 2013 from  
http://archive.cmb.ac.lk. 
Devi, Mahashweta. (1998). Palamau is a Mirror of India: An Introduction.  Bitter Soil. trans 
Ipsita Chandra. Calcutta: Seagull. 
Devi. Mahashweta. Draupadi. (1988). Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics. ed and 
trans. Gayatri Spivak. London: Rutledge. 
Ghatak, Maitreya. (2000). Introduction. Dust on the Road: The Activist Writings of 
Mahashweta Devi. ed Maitreya Ghatak. Calcutta: Seagull. 
Kinsley, David. (1988). Hindu Goddesses. Berkley: University of California Press. 
Rai, Indrani Singh. Mahashweta Devi‟s Draupadi: A Discourse of the Dispossesed. Retrieved 
on September 10, 2013 from http://ssmrae.com/admin/images. 
Spivak, Gayatri. (1988). A Literary Representation of the Subaltern. A Women‟s Text from 
the Third World. Other Worlds. Essays in Cultural Politics. London. Routledge. 
Sunder, Rajan Rajeshwari. (1993). Real and Imagined Women. London and New York: 
Routledge. 
Sunder, Rajan Rajeshwary. (1999). The Story of Draupadi‟s Disrobing. Signposts. Gender 
Issues in Post Independence India. ed. Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan. New Delhi: Kali for 
Women. 
 
  
